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Culture-led regeneration attempts to re-image the city giving it a greater global profile 
but this is frequently property-led and focused on consumption. Real creative vision 
involves a much wider and deeper set of transformations. Re-imaging must involve 
renegotiation of local identity  - not just marketing exercise. The Creative City then is 
about building partnerships, inspiring visions, leadership and accepting painful 
change. It’s about re-imagining the city, telling a different story about what it was and 
what it could become. 
 
But what narrative resources does such a process mobilise? What narratives does it 
use and transform? How do such narratives resonate within the complexity and 
diversity of the city? Whose culture, whose city? 
 
Manchester is seen as a successful case of culture-led regeneration, with a real 
transformation of image, the only growing cultural industries sector in England 
outside London and a general City Council understanding and promotion of, and 
investment in, culture as a key aspect of economic growth. This is exemplified by the 
new organising concept behind the city’s new [2006] marketing strategy.  Original 
modern – not a slogan but a deeper concept around which different policies attempt to 
align themselves. In this concept is a strong roe for popular culture, especially music. 
And it was developed by  Peter Saville  of Factory Records and Hacienda fame. 
 
Manchester’s narrative of regeneration is also well known. Staring with the G-Mex/ 
Bridgewater Hall development, then the work of the Central Manchester 
Development Agency, the Bob Scott inspired Olympic bids and the IRA bomb 
presenting a tabla rasa. It resulted in a revitalised retail and commercial Core, the 
Commonwealth Games, a new arts infrastructure, a range of events and festivals, a 
convention centre and city centre hotels and a general promotion of ‘cosmopolitan’ 
city centre living. 
 
This success story resonates with a strong entrepreneurial spirit, what Jamie Peck 
called ‘Manchester Men’. Post -1987 Manchester took a different direction to 
Liverpool, its hard-headed realism moved from confrontation to co-operation and an 
embrace of public-private partnerships. At the same time it managed a conceptual 
shift to allow an understanding of the role of culture and prioritising design quality as 
part of a wider re-discovery of the urbanistic qualities of the city. In so doing it 
mobilised some deeper resources of energy and creativity build up since the early 19th 
century experience of the classic ‘shock city’.  
 
But there is an alternative narrative. In fact CMDC failed to attract large development 
capital, and gradually had to accept the approaches of much smaller local 
development capital. Manchester’s transformation also relied heavily on the micro 
activities of small scale retail, arts and cultural organisations and business, as well as 
small scale developers who were quite close to these sectors, most notably Tom 
Bloxham and Urban Splash. This is now a well known trajectory. Zukin’s work 
argued that artist-led gentrification was recouped by property developers. But in 
Manchester, a peripheral city, small scale property development grew out of the 
cultural scene at a much slower pace than downtown Manhattan. The ‘Re-
landscaping’ of the city centre was a work of cultural intermediation not at first 
recognised by City authorities.  It represented a new kind of local growth coalition 
based around culture and creative industries. 
 
Thus the Olympic Bid, though opening up networks, never went beyond traditional 
growth coalition networks. The world of these elite networks and those of popular 
culture – gaining global exposure around ‘madchester’ and other music trends – 
happened in very different space. But after 1996 the city increasingly turned to 
popular culture and music to give depth to their cultural offer. 
 
But Manchester music, increasingly hailed as an iconic representation of the city, was 
also about how bad that city was. It was about hatred and despair, about getting out as 
soon as you could. How is this recouped by a place-making strategy? In fact, the idea 
of the creative city put forward by Peter Hall represents a very different sense than 
that in contemporary cultural policy speak. He argues that these creative cities were 
‘societies troubled about themselves’. They were in a state of tension, of ‘transition 
forward to new and unexplored modes of organisation… societies in the throes of a 
transformation in social relationships, in values and in views about the world’. 
Creative cities and creative milieux ‘are places of great social and intellectual 
turbulence: not comfortable places at all’. 
 
I would argue that Manchester did experience some transformation in its ‘structure of 
feeling’, or (using a different terminology) habitus. I use ‘structure of feeling’ to 
describe a way of inhabiting a field of cultural production, linked to a local cultural 
field. Small ‘cultural industries’ in Manchester began as ‘Thatcher’s children’ – 
oppositional, entrepreneurial by default, with a different sense to traditional idea of 
‘the artist’, this now transposed to a more popular cultural notion of authenticity and 
ambition (neo-Bohemia?). This was a general transformation but Manchester as a 
space where this emerged most clearly.  
 
This transformation has wider resonances with the turbulent history of the city, as 
Haslam’s Manchester England illustrates. Indeed, Taylor et al’s book, A Tale of Two 
Cities, argues that Manchester was the first global city, plugged into the fluctuations 
of the new capitalism and was not mono-cultural in the way (he argues) Sheffield 
was. 
 
‘It is this restless flux of the utopias of organised labour and the utopian dreams of 
urban fortunes, won through free trade and enterprise, that defines the parameters of 
local mancunian “structure of feeling” – a culture that sees itself as connected up to 
a larger world and a larger set of possibilities, rather than simply an industrial city 
caught within a narrow labour metaphysic.’  
 
‘The dominant image of the Mancunian of the 1990s, of the street-wise “scally” 
(scallywag) doing business across the world or profiting from local initiatives in the 
entertainment business (the pop groups of the 1980s “Madchester” or the Olympic 
bid in 1992), we would argue is no overnight invention.’ 
 
The notion of original modern is a very sophisticated concept and did not emerge 
from some marketing brain storm, it built on ten years of thinking about what 
Manchester was and should be. It reworked the narratives of past and future through a 
process of real negotiation (and mistakes). It was about tactics – an emergent rather 
than strategic logic. And crucial to this was the ‘alternative’ narrative of those groups 
close to the popular music scenes in the city who began to opposed the official line in 
the mid-1990s and out of whose opposition came the new cultural policy coalition. 
We could chart the evolution from the Best Club of the early 1990s to the McEnroe 
Group which successfully opposed a marketing campaign by Macan –Erikson. The 
1996 IRA bomb saw a new agency Special Projects, headed by the now Chief 
Executive Howard Bernstein, which opened up new networks, bringing in these 
oppositional groups. The Urbis project built on this, and was part of a re-discovery of 
the urban qualities of Manchester. This was sealed by the use of Peter Saville in the 
new marketing strategy, as well as the promotion of Anthony Wilson as (un)official 
spokesman of the city (on the back of 24 Hour Party People) 
 
Original modern saw a shift from the industrial city to the industrial city. It was a 
shift of emphasis from industrial to urbanistic innovation; it drew on long standing 
narratives (first global city, entrepreneurial, open to change); and it used popular 
culture as symbolic of wider vibrancy and creativity. As Saville wrote:  
 
‘I felt that the Manchester brand had to build on its history, and of course the 
quintessential fact of that history is that it was the first industrial city. This was the 
foundation of my original modern theme, I reinterpreted ‘first industrial’ as ‘original 
modern’ - the terms original and modern being very characteristic of Manchester… 
The attitude there is original, there is a wilfulness of Mancunians to do things their 
own way and it is a city concerned with the now. It knows it has a history but it’s not 
historically minded. Originality and modernity are values characteristic of 
Manchester, values which the city has epitomised. Original and modern thinking built 
it. My vision for the brand was the pursuit of the original and modern in this century’ 
 
But there are some real problems with all this, which we might file under the ‘uses 
and abuses of popular culture’. Dave Haslam repeatedly points to the contrast 
between Manchester’s celebration of popular culture and its high level of illiteracy, 
truancy and mental ill-health amongst the city’s young men. The city also brushes 
over the more difficult traditions of popular culture, just as it takes a sanguine view of 
the disappearance of the spaces and places of popular culture – small retail, venues, 
workspaces, open public spaces. Manchester city centre is one given over to 
consumption rather than the production of culture, and this leads inevitably to the 
proliferation of chains and thus the erosion of the distinctiveness they like to invoke. 
 
What Alan Scott called the ‘symbolic management of urban spaces’ - where  the 
urban landscape is seen to create inputs into cultural production which come back to 
this urban landscape in a virtuous circle – is more or less entirely given over to 
property development, with any cultural or creative industry considerations a poor 
second. Indeed, the alternative growth coalition, having used culture as a route into 
influence has now solidified its networks, its influence and its power in a was similar 
to the older suburban professional networks it tried to replace. Anthony Wilson 
recently extolled the virtues of Howard Bernstein’s firm grip on power, in a city 
governed in perpetuity by one part, as ‘enlightened despotism. The lunatics have 
taken over the asylum, he said, referring to this new group of influential local players. 
Maybe the metaphor is slightly wrong; maybe it should be pigs taking over the farm. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
